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oUvitT  ASSESSMENTS  0^  THE  TweoTrp  pty_o\*r-  pr  rne-m. 
The  Case  of  the  Kursk  Operation 


1.  INTRODUCTION 

It  was  mentioned  in  the  introduction  to  the  first  reDort  in  this 

series  —  Sovi et  Assessments  of  the  Theater  Balance  of  Fogcgs; _ Jhe  Case 

of  the  Bei Prussian  Operation  CReoort  86.-10!* —  that  the  assssswt  of 
one’s  own  military*  eaoabi  1  it  les  vis— a— 1 vis  those  of  co  t*»ntra1  adverse'  .  ec* 
constitutes  one  of  the  major  inouts  in  the  development  of  military 
programs.  This  studv  of  Soviet  ana lyse=  of  the  Kursi<  operation  continues 
oun  invest ir a* i on  into  the  broao  question  of  the  Soviet  approach  to  the 
assessment  of  the  balance  of  forces  in  theatre.  As  in  Tnc  Case  of  the 
Be  1  o>- uss : an  Ooerat  i on.  the  result  of  this  study  is  not  envisioned  as  ;■ 
"Soviet -style"  static  assessment  of  toe  balance.  Rather.  we  are  tr  *  in¬ 
to  understand  what  factors  Soviet  General  Staff  specialists  are  more 
likely  to  emohasise  for  doctrinal  -  strategic,  hief  o.-ica3  anc  sec  ic 
reasons  in  their  assessment  of  the  balance.  Thus,  we  are  intev'estec  in 
the  suDstantive  basis  of  Soviet  theatre  assessment  anc  re1  at  we 
importance  of  its  components. 

The  study  of  Soviet  analyses  of  the  Belorussian  coe*- .  -  .n  a  ;  vec  to 
three  tentative  conclusions: 

o  the  "revolution  in  military  affairs"  had  relatively  little 

impact  on  Soviet  military  thinking  about  the  strategic 
conduct  of  theater  offensive  ooerat ions  and,  hence,  on 
Soviet  assessments  of  the  balance  of  forces  in  the  theatre 

o  Soviet  analysts  attach  oarticular  importance  to  local 

superiority  and  concentration  of  forces  in  the  sector  of  the 
main  strike; 

o  If  faced  with  the  trade-off  between  careful  Dreoaration  for 
the  operation  and  good  prospects  for  achieving  surprise, 
Soviet  analysts  favor  the  latter. 
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1.2  Sources  and  Method 


This  case  study  is  intended  to  test  the  validity  of  these  tentative 
conclusions  by  testing  them  against  a  different  set  of  data.  It  also 
continues  the  search  for  other  key  factors  that  may  set  the  context  for 
Soviet  balance  assessments. 

The  basic  source  of  information  remains  the  same  —  Soviet  analyses  of 
strategic  operations  of  the  Great  Patriotic  War  published  in  Vovenno- 
istoricheskiv  zhurnal.  Where  the  Belorussian  operation  was  a  strategic 
offensive  operation,  the  Kursk  operation  conducted  in  the  Summer  of  1943 
is  an  example  of  a  pre-planned  defensive  operation  which  was  followed  by 
a  countei — offensive.  Thus,  the  Kursk  operation  allows  us  to  check  the 
findings  of  the  first  case  study  for  the  same  period  of  time  and  using 
the  same  source  of  data,  but  under  different  strategic  conditions.  Thus 
a  new  variable  —  strategic  mission  —  will  be  entered  into  our  analysis 
and  it  will  be  possible  to  address  the  question  concerning  the  role  it 
plays  in  Soviet  theatre  balance  assessment. 

The  methodology  used  here  remains  the  same  as  in  the  study  of  the 
Belorussian  operation:  a  time-series  content  analysis  of  So-  t 
mi  1 itary-historical  writings.  The  articles  on  the  Kursk  operation 
published  in  Vovenno-istoricheski v  zhurnal  were  divided  into  three 
periods  in  accordance  with  what  are  commonly  accepted  as  the  major 
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turning  points  in  the  evolution  of  Soviet  Military  doctrine 
o  The  “revolution  in  military  affairs"  —  1959  -  1968 
o  The  transition  phase  —  1969  -  1974 
o  The  conventional  phase  —  1974  -  present 
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2.  THE  EVOLUTION  OF  SOVIET  ANALYSES  OF  THE  KURSK  OPERATION 


Soviet  analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation  have  undergone  a  significant 
and  noticeable  transformation  during  the  last  quarter  of  the  century. 
The  most  distinctive  feature  of  the  Kursk  operation  in  the  eyes  of  Soviet 
military  analysts  was  that  its  first  part  constituted  a  strategic-scale 
defensive  operation  which  was  followed  by  a  counter-offensi ve. 

2.  1  Analyses  of  the  Kursk  Operation  durino  the  "Revolution  in  Military 
Affairs  —  1959  -  19&8 

Marshal  K.  Rokossovskiy’ s  1959  article  was  devoted  to  the  events  of 
the  Kursk  operation  as  they  occurred  in  the  sector  of  the  Central  Front 
of  wnich  he  was  the  commander.  The  subsequent  counter-offensive  provided 
Rokossovskiy  a  more  than  ample  rationale  for  a  temporary  transition  to 
defense. 1  Rokossovskiy  attached  great  importance  to  creating  heavily 
concentrated  multi-layered  defenses. 2  He  attributed  the  failure  of  the 
Central  Front  to  achieve  significant  results  in  the  course  of  counter¬ 
offensive  to  the  losses  suffered  by  the  Soviet  Army  during  the  defensive 
phase  of  the  operation. 3 

Rokossovskiy’ s  analysis  of  the  Kursk  battle  may  be  interpreted  as  a 
veiled  criticism  of  the  general  insistence  of  the  Stavka  to  hold  every 
inch  of  territory  and  never  retreat.  In  Rokossovskiy’ s  view  it  is  better 
to  retreat  than  risk  a  breakthrough  of  the  enemy  forces  into  the 
operational  rear  of  the  Soviet  Army. 4  Such  comments  by  the  former 
commander  of  the  Central  Front  combined  with  his  view  of  the  losses  in 
the  course  of  the  Kursk  defensive  operation  as  being  the  reason  for  the 
lack  of  progress  in  countei — offensive  could  lead  one  to  conclude  that  as 


a  result  of  the  Stavka’ s  refusal  to  authorize  retreat  and  use  of  reserves 


to  prevent  it,  the  troops  suffered  exceedingly  heavy  losses,  reserves 
were  depleted  and  the  Soviet  Army’s  chances  to  achieve  significant 
results  in  the  course  of  counter-offensive  were  jeopardized. 

Perhaps,  the  most  comprehensive  treatment  of  the  Kursk  battle  to 
appear  in  Vovenno-istoricheskiv  zhurnal  during  the  period  of  1959-1968 
was  authored  by  Marshal  M.  Zakharov  and  occasioned  by  the  battle’s  20th 
anniversary  in  June-July  1963.5  According  to  Zakharov,  the  strategic 
importance  of  the  Kursk  operation  was  in  that  in  the  course  of  it  the 
Soviet  Army  nad  finally  reversed  the  tide  of  the  war  and  gained  permanent 
control  of  strategic  initiative.  In  his  assessment  of  the  situation  in 
the  theatre  Zakharov  noted  that  by  the  Summer  of  1943  the  Soviet  Union 
was  in  a  much  better  position  than  Germany.  Due  to  the  improved 
performance  of  the  Soviet  defense  industry  in  a  number  of  categories  sued 
as  production  of  tanks,  aircraft  and  small  weapons  important  changes  had 
been  introduced  in  the  organization  o^  the  Soviet  Army  which  enhanced  its 
combat  capability.6. 

However,  these  improvements  apparently  were  not  enough  for  the  conduct 
o*  a  successful  offensive  in  the  Summer  of  1943.  A  combination  of  heavy 
losses  suffered  by  the  Soviet  Army  in  the  course  of  the  Winter  Campaign 
of  1942-43  and  a  difficult  situation  in  the  operational  rear  of  the  army 
which  had  fallen  behind  as  a  result  of  poor  road  conditions  worsened  by 
Spring  thaw  made  it  necessary  in  the  view  of  the  Stavka  to  make  a 
temporary  transition  to  defense  along  the  entire  strategic  front,  regrouo 
and  create  powerful  strategic  reserves  so  as  to  launch  a  successful 
offensive  in  the  Summer.7 

As  reported  by  Zakharov,  the  transition  to  defense  was  envisaged  by 
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the  Stavka  as  a  purely  temporary  measure  aimed  at  improving  the  ability 
of  the  Soviet  Army  to  launch  the  Summer  offensive.  Therefore,  it  is 
precisely  with  this  goal  in  mind  that  in  the  course  of  preparations  for 
the  defensive  operation  an  unusual  situation  was  created  at  the  Kursk 
salient.  In  fact,  Marshal  Zakharov  emphasized  the  uniaueness  of  the 
Kursk  defensive  operation  precisely  for  reasons  of  defender’ s  suoeriority 
in  many  categories  and  argued  that  it  is  not  worthy  of  the  title 
"classic"  given  to  it  by  some  analysts.® 

The  statistics  cited  by  Marshal  Zakharov  in  his  article  indicate  that 
by  the  start  of  the  German  offensive  in  the  key  sectors  of  the  strategic 
front  the  defender  —  the  Soviet  Army  — enjoyed  a  1.4:1  superiority  in 
manpower;  £:1  in  artillery;  1.3:1  in  tanks  and  self-propelled  artillery 
over  the  attacker. 9  Thus,  the  Soviet  Army  had  a  very  important  advantage 
in  the  category  where,  according  to  conventional  wisaom,  the  attacker  is 
required  to  be  superior  —  numerical  strength.  In  addition  to  that  it 
enjoyed  advantages  traditionally  enjoyed  by  the  defender  —  layers  of 
fortified  positions  in  which  Soviet  troops  literally  had  dug  themselves 
in.  10 

The  Stavka’ s  preparations  for  the  Kursk  operation  included  one  othe>' 
component  —  creation  of  very  powerful  strategic  reserves.  Concentrated 
in  the  rear  of  the  Kursk  salient  and  subseauent ly  combined  into  the 
Stepnoy  Front,  they,  according  to  Zakharov,  constituted  the  most  powerful 
strategic  reserves  created  in  the  course  of  the  entire  Great  Patriotic 
War. 11  This  was  another  characterist ic  feature  of  the  Kursk  defensive 
operation  —  two  strategic  echelons.  The  Stepnoy  Front  constituted  the 
second  strategic  echelons  in  the  sector  where  the  threat  was  expected  to 
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be  the  greatest. 

Deployment  of  the  second  strategic  echelon  in  the  sector  of  the  front 
where  the  enemy’s  main  strike  had  been  expected  was  coupled  with  a  much 
greater  than  in  the  first  period  of  the  war  operational  density  of  the 
troops.  13  Thus,  in  the  Kursk  operation  the  combination  of  these  two 
factors  resulted  in  two-dimensional  concentrat ion  of  forces  —  in  depth 
and  along  the  front.  Aitnough  Marshal  Zakharov  had  oointed  out  in  the 
conclusion  to  the  article  that  it  would  have  been  erroneous  to  consider 
tne  Kursk  operation  as  a  "classic  defensive  operation,"  there  is  no  doubt 
that  his  analysis  was  intended  to  credit  the  high  degree  of  troop 
concent rat  1 on  as  a  major  factor  in  the  successful  outcome  of  the  battle 
anc  the  final  reversal  of  the  course  of  the  entire  war.  I4’ 

while  the  Kursk  defensive  operation  has  been  firmly  established  in 
Soviet  mi  1 itary-historical  literature  as  the  turning  point  of  the  entire 
war,  if  its  importance  were  judged  by  the  number  of  corresponding 
articles  in  Vovenno-istoricheskiy  zhurnal  it  would  be  far  outranked  by 
offensive  operations  of  the  third  period  of  the  war  such  as  Belorussia, 
Vislo-Oder,  and  East-Prussia.  The  majority  of  analyses  of  the  Kursk 
H"fensive  operation  were,  apparently,  occasioned  by  its  anni versar les — 
£0th,  30th,  40th  —  when  the  principal  journal  of  military  history  simply 
must  have  opened  its  pages  to  it.  This  relative  neglect  for  the  Kursk 
operation  may  be  indicative  of  a  more  general  lack  of  interest  during 
most  of  this  period  in  defensive  operations. 

The  coverage  of  the  Kursk  defensive  operation  in  Vovenno- 
istoricheskiv  zhurnal  leaves  its  readers  with  a  distinct  impression  that 
a  temporary  transition  to  defense  on  the  operational -strategic  level 
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allowed  the  Soviet  Army  to  regroup,  create  strong  reserves  for  the 
purpose  of  the  subsequent  counter-offensive  and  weaken  the  enemy’s  forces 
with  the  help  of  advantages  traditionally  enjoyed  by  the  defender.  On 
the  strategic  level  the  Kursk  battle  was  the  turning  point  of  the  entire 
war  where  the  enemy’s  last  chance  to  win  the  war  was  denied  and  the 
Soviet  Army  finally  entered  the  period  of  strategic  offensive.  Thus, 
both  operat ional ly  and  strategically  the  temporary  transition  to  defense 
at  Kursk  was  justified  by  its  contribution  to  the  offensive  that  followed 
it.  This  is  the  conclusion  that  Vovenno-istor icneskiv  zhurnal  reac  ns 
must  have  reached  on  the  basis  of  articles  on  the  Kursk  battle  publisher 
there. 

The  second  part  of  Marshal  Zakharov’s  article  on  the  Kursk  operation 
dealt  with  the  count er-of fensi ve  that  followed  the  defensive  battle. 
Unremarkable  for  either  its  quality  or  novelty,  Zakharov’ s  analyses 
attributes  the  successful  transition  to  counter-offensive  to  the  :vev'o!l 
positive  trends  in  the  performance  of  Soviet  defense  industry  whicK  was 
able  to  supply  the  front  with  more  and  better  (than,  in  the  Kosco* 
counter-of fensive  in  December  1941  and  Volga  in  November  1942)  weapons. If 

Another  factor  that,  according  to  Zakharov,  had  contributed  t: 
successful  transition  to  counter-of fensi ve,  was  that  preparations  for  the 
Kursk  operation  were  conducted  during  a  pause  in  the  course  of  which 
neither  side  had  attempted  to  launch  an  offensive. ^  Thus,  presumably, 
sufficient  time  had  been  allowed  for  redeployment  of  forces  and 
strengthening  the  key  sectors.  As  was  mentioned  by  Zakharov  in  the  first 
part  of  the  article,  that  was  the  purpose  of  reserves.  However,  as  a 
result  of  the  temporary  transition  of  defense  the  reserves  were  deployed 
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for  the  defensive  mode  of  operations  so  as  to  be  able  to  provide 
reinforcement  in  the  threatened  sectors  where  the  enemy  forces  were  the 
strongest.  The  limited  success  of  the  counter-offensive  was  attributed 
by  Zakharov  precisely  to  inefficient  use  of  reserves  and  unfortunate 
choice  of  the  direction  of  the  main  strike  by  the  Stavka  which  ordered 
the  frontal  attack  against  the  Oryol  grouD  of  the  German  flray  wuc1-  *-ad 
just  been  stoppeo  in  its  offensive.  That  was  the  strongest  sector  o'  tse 
enemy’s  front  and,  hence,  one  of  the  least  opportune  for  the  purpose  :r 
the  Soviet  attack. I7 

Thus,  if  Vovenno-istor ic^esK i y  zhurnal  readers  were  taught  that 

offensive  operations  of  the  Great  Patriotic  War  owed  their  success  tv 

such  factors  as  skillful  choice  of  the  direction  of  the  rain  strike, 

surprise  anc  superiority  over  the  enemy  in  the  sect:/  o'  the 

breakthrough,  they  were  lixely  to  draw  conclusions  from  Zakharov’  r. 

article  that  were  fully  consistent  with  their  previous  understanding 

the  rules  of  successful  offensive  operations: 

1.  The  direction  of  the  mam  strike  of  the  operation  conducted  by 
three  Fronts  —  Western,  Bryansk  and  Central  —  was  chosen  p-:  :•  ■  1  ^ 
so  that  these  fronts  conducted  a  frontal  attack  of  the  ene-\. ' s. 
strongest  group  of  forces  which  despite  just  having  failed  in  its 
own  of'^nsive,  had  been  reinforced  for  that  it  and  remained 
stronglfl 

£.  As  a  result  of  the  poor  choice  of  direction  of  the  main  strike 

neither  the  superiority  over  the  enemy  in  that  sector,  nor 

surprise  was  achieved,  and  only  a  limited  success  could  be 
achieved  during  the  courter-of fensive. 

Zakharov’s  own  analysis  could  only  reinforce  such  thinking.  *c 
attributed  German  successful  retreat  from  the  Kursk  salient  to  their 
ability  to  redeploy  forces  to  key  sectors  of  the  front,  thereby 
preventing  the  Soviet  Ormy  from  achieving  local  superiority.  It  also  had 
the  effect  of  shortening  the  sector  of  the  front  along  which  the  German 
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defense  had  to  be  conducted,  increasing  the  density  of  troop 

deployment. 19 

As  was  mentioned  earlier,  Zakharov’s  was  the  most  comprehensive 
treatment  of  the  Kursk  operation  to  appear  in  the  years  that  became  known 
in  Soviet  literature  as  the  "revolution  in  military  affairs."  Othen 
authors’  analyses  have  focused  on  more  specific  aspects  of  the  operatic, 
and  served  a  complementary  role  in  its  coverage. 

A  1963  article  by  N.  Shekhovtsov  focused  on  the  count er-offensi ve 
tne  Soviet  Army  following  the  Kursk  battle.  Shekhovtsov’ s  analysis 
followed  essentially  the  same  course  as  Zakharov’s  article.  He 
attributed  the  Soviet  Army’s  failure  to  achieve  significant  results  in 
the  course  of  the  counter-offensive  to  inefficient  use  o*  reserves  in  the 
Kursk  battle  whicn  left  the  army  without  any  tank  and  mechanized  t>'o:cs 
for  the  development  of  the  operation  in-depth, its  inability  to 
regroup  and  achieve  superiority  in  the  key  sector  of  the  fno-t  arc 
skillful  retreat  of  the  German  Army  ir.  the  course  of  which  it  manage-  tc 
shorten  its  sector  of  defense  and  achieve  hicn  density  of  cefer  ^e. ‘"-I  In 
addition,  the  Soviet  counter-offensive  suffered  from  poor  organization 
and  performance  of  the  armv’ s  rear*  ammunition  stocks  hac  been  dep'.  a*- sc: 
by  the  end  of  August  and  lacking  an  adequate  transportation  network 


*According  to  Shekhovtsov,  in  early  September  when  tank  arc 
mechanized  troops  were  needed  for  the  development  of  the 
offensive  in-depth  all  tank  armies  and  many  mechanized  corps  had 
been  recalled  to  the  reserve  of  the  Stavka  for  replenishment 
after  having  suffered  heavy  losses  in  the  course  of  the  defensive 
operation.  Thus,  the  improvements  introduced  in  the  organization 
of  the  Soviet  Army  as  a  result  of  better  performance  of  the 
Soviet  industry  —  creation  of  tank  corps  and  armies  whose 
mission  was  to  serve  as  an  armored  fist  in  breakthrough 
operations  —  added  little  to  its  ability  to  conduct  offensive 
operat ions. 


Soviet  armies'  rear  fell  behind  by  some  100-200  km  and  was  unable  to  make 
deliveries  to  the  troops. 2? 

Thus,  Soviet  analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation  and  attempts  to  explain 
the  outcome  of  its  two  phases  —  defensive  and  offensive  —  singled  out 
the  same  factors  as  analyses  of  the  Belorussian  operation.  Correct 
selection  of  the  sector  of  the  main  strike,  surprise,  concentration  of 
forces  and  achievement  of  superiority  over  the  enemy  in  the  sector  o*  toe 
main  strike  accounted  for  the  outcome  of  the  battle.  Denial  to  toe 
German  Army  of  tne  element  of  surprise  and  knowledge  of  the  direction  of 
the  forthcoming  attack,  deployment  of  the  second  strategic  echelon  alon: 
with  a  very  high  concent rat  ion  of  troops  resulted  in  a  very  high  two- 
dimensional  concentration  of  forces  (along  the  front  and  in  depth)  which 
prevented  the  German  Army  from  achieving  a  breakthrough.  Incorrect 
selection  of  the  sector  of  the  main  strike  which  mace  it  impossible-  r 
the  Soviet  Army  to  achieve  superiority  in  that  sector  as  well  as  th.: 
absence  of  the  element  of  surprise  contributed  to  the  Germans'  well- 
executed  retreat  from  the  Kursk  salient.  That  retreat  was  helped  b> 
their  skillful  maneuvering  which  made  it  possible  to  achieve  very  de^oe: 
defenses  and  prevent  a  Soviet  break* -  ’ougn  By  contrast,  ir  toe  case  or 
the  Belorussian  operation  its  successful  outcome  was  explained  by  Soviet 
military  analysts  as  a  result  of  masterful  selection  of  the  direction  of 
the  main  strike  resulting  in  surprise,  local  superiority  in  *orces  and 
their  high  concentration.  Writings  on  the  Kursk  operation  put  the 
availability  and  skillful  use  of  strategic  reserves  (which  is  of  little, 
if  any  importance  when  the  next  war  is  expected  to  be  short  and  nuclear) 
among  the  most  important  factors  that  determine  the  outcome  of  a > 
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operation. 

And  just  as  in  the  case  of  Soviet  analyses  of  the  Belorussian 
operation  published  during  the  "revolution  in  military  affairs"  the 
authors  failed  to  make  any  mention  of  the  radical  change  in  Soviet 
military  doctrine,  its  impact  on  strategy  and  implications  for  the 
lessons  that  should  be  drawn  from  the  experience  of  the  Great  Patriotic- 
War. 

£.  £  Analyses  of  the  Kursk  Operation  during  the  "Transition  Period"--- 
1969  -  1974  ~  “  "  ~  '  ~  . . . 

Analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation  during  the  so-called  "transitior 

period"  when  Soviet  military  doctrine  was  evolving  from  its  formulation 
of  the  years  of  the  "revolution  in  military  affairs"  to  the  more 
conventional  posture  were  more  in  accordance  with  official  doctrine  thar. 
during  the  latter  period.  In  general  it  must  be  noted  that  tre  Ku*-sk 
operation  received  little  attention  from  Soviet  military  analysts  during 
the  transition  period. 

The  July  1973  issue  of  Vovenno-istoricheski y  zhurnel  contained  the 
mandatory  3<?th  anniversary  article  on  the  Kursk,  operation  written  by  E. 
Koltunov.  The  article  repeated  many  of  the  points  made  earl  ie*'  by  other 
authors  concerning  the  success  of  defense  at  the  Kursk  salient.  Among 
them  was  the  improved  performance  of  the  Soviet  defense  industry, £3  the 
Soviet  Army’s  numerical  superiority  over  the  enemy  which,  combined  with 
skillful  deployment  of  troops  produced  very  high  densities  and 
correlations  of  forces  in  the  key  sectors  of  the  front  favoring  the 
Soviet  Army. 2*  The  fact  that  transition  to  defense  by  the  Soviet  Army 
was  carried  out  intent ional ly  was  stressed  by  Koltunov  several  times  in 
his  article.25  As  in  other  articles,  it  was  justified  by  the  ultimate 


goal  of  subsequent  counter-offensive. 

Several  articles  published  in  Vovenno-istoricheskiv  zhurnal  in  the 
early-70’s  used  the  Kursk  operation  in  discussions  of  such  issues  of 
military  art  as  the  use  of  strategic  reserves  and  conduct  of  defensive 
operations.  26  As  was  mentioned  earlier,  in  the  course  of  preoaration  for 
the  Kursk  operation  the  Soviet  High  Commanc  had  created  the  largest 
reserves  in  the  course  of  the  entire  war.  According  to  Soviet  authors, 
these  reserves  played  the  key  role  in  the  Kursn  operation  and  he*; pec 
increase  the  operational  density  of  the  troops  in  the  "direction  of  the 
main  striKe.  "  The  ability  of  the  Soviet  High  Command  to  amass  such  ;a>'ce 
reserves  was  perceived  by  these  writers  as  a  function  of  toe  improved 
performance  of  the  Soviet  defense  industry. 27  Given  the  emoKasis  placed 
py  Soviet  military  literature  on  the  importance  of  application  of  lessen; 
of  the  past  to  contemporary  problems,  the  very  fact  that  Soviet  milita-'. 
analysts  were  turning  to  the  issue  of  creation  and  use  of  strategic 
reserves  could  be  interpreted  as  a  sign  of  changing  military  doctrine.  *2S 

The  Kursk  operation  was  also  mentioned  in  the  content  of  tne  cuestion 
of  defensive  operations.  Two  articles  by  Colonel  V.  Karamzin  in  197®  a*c 


*1  n  the  environment  of  the  "revolution  in  military  affair's" 
strategic  reserves  were  of  little  or  no  utility  because  nuclear 
escalation  was  presumed  to  be  immediate  and  any  suen  reserves 
would  constitute  a  highly  attractive  target  for  the  enemy’s 
missiles.  The  signs  of  change  in  the  official  doctrine,  however, 
were  hard  to  ignore.  Writing  in  197®  in  an  article  dealing  with 
the  issue  of  strategic  reserves  Major  General  Zemskov  stated  that 
in  "contemporary  conditions"  armed  struggle  could  not  be 
conducted  without  large  strategic  reserves  and  that  it  would  be 
impossible  to  achieve  the  "final  goals"  in  one  strike.  Zemskov 
saw  the  mission  of  the  Supreme  Command  in  ensuring  timely 
preparation  and  proper  use  of  strategic  reserves.  This  issue, 
according  to  him,  was  highly  pertinent  to  the  current  moment  and 
should  have  been  studied  on  the  basis  of  the  experience  of  the 
Great  Patriotic  War. 
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1974  discussed  the  war-time  experience  of  defensive  operations.  Os  m 
the  past,  the  purpose  of  defensive  operations  of  the  second  and  third 
periods  of  the  war  was  seen  solely  in  terms  of  its  utility  for  the 
subsequent  countei — offensive. ^9  Improvements  in  the  ability  of  the 
Soviet  Army  to  conduct  defensive  operations  was,  as  in  the  past,  tied  to 
better  performance  of  the  defense  ineustry^®  and  success  of  such 
operations  was,  apparently,  measured  in  reverse  proportion  to  the  depth 
of  the  defender’s  retreat.31  This  in  turn,  depended  on  those  factors 
already  mentioned  by  other  authors:  density  of  troop  deployment,  depth  of 
Defense  o>*  number  of  layers  of  defensive  installations,  and  the  degree  or 
saturation  of  the  Defense  sector  with  such  armaments  as  tanks  and  self- 
prooelled  artillery.  The  ability  to  concentrate  forces  in  the  key 
sectors  was,  just  as  ir<  analyses  of  offensive  operations,  consioered  to 
be  tne  most  important  requirement  for  success. 32 

Thus,  Soviet  discussions  of  the  Kursk  operation  during  the  yeans  cf 
transition  from  the  "revolution  in  military  affaire1'  to  a  mere 
conventional  doctrine  reflected  little  change  from  the  former  period. 
Articles  published  in  Vovenno-istori cheski v  zhurnal  indicated  that  Soviet 
military  thought  and  analysis  of  war-time  operations  such  as  the  "  oh 
battle  proceeded  much  along  the  same  lines  as  at  the  previous  stace  of 
doctrine  development.  Factors  such  as  the  ability  to  concentrate  forces 
in  the  key  sector  and  achieve  high  density  of  troop  deployment  were 
deemed  crucial  for  the  conduct  of  successful  defense.  It  should  be 
noted,  however,  that  based  on  the  assumptions  concerning  the  role  of 
military-historical  writings  in  the  first  part  of  this  study, 
publications  of  the  "transition  phase"  conformed  more  to  our  expectations 
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than  those  published  during  the  "revolution. " 

2.3  Discussions  of  the  Kursk  Operation  during  the  "Conventional"  Phase — 
1974  -  present 

Soviet  analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation  have  generally  conformed  witK 
our  expectations  based  on  doctrinal  developments  and  findings  of  the 
study  of  Soviet  discussions  of  the  Belorussian  operation.  However,  their 
evolution  in  the  contemporary  perioa  suggests  that  Soviet  military 
establishment  is  faced  with  a  range  of  fundamental ly  new  issues  with  far- 
reaching  strategic  and  possibly  doctrinal  implications. 

As  was  mentioned  earlier,  temporary  transition  to  defense  in  t"e 
Spring  of  1943  was  explained  by  Soviet  military  analysts  as  a  measure 
exclusively  intended  to  facilitate  the  offensive  which  followed.  Toe 
haste  with  which  these  analysts  assented  the  intentional  nature  of 
transition  suggests  an  implicit  apology  as  if  the  defensive  mode  of 
operations  was  not  worthy  of  the  victorious  Soviet  Army.  Therefore,  the 
reader  was  left  with  the  impression  that  defensive  operations  are 
undesirable  and  should  be  avoided. 

Tnere  is  strong  evidence  that  suggests  that  in  the  late-Ttf's  the  views 
the  top  Soviet  military  leadership  on  the  role  of  defense  as  a  mode  :<f 
operations  began  to  change.  A  series  of  articles  published  in  Vovenno- 
istoricheskiv  zhurnal  indicates  that  the  issue  has  recently  attracted  the 
attention  of  some  prominent  military  officers  and  is  of  considerable 
interest  for  them. 

Writing  in  1979,  Yu.  Maksimov  who  since  has  advanced  from  the  posit ior 
of  the  commander  of  the  Turkestan  Military  District  to  the  job  of  the 
commander-in-chief  of  the  Strategic  Rocket  Forces  and  Deputy  Minister  of 
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Defense  stated  that  while  defense  alone  cannot  win  a  war  it  is  necessary 
and  constitutes  one  of  the  objective  phenomena  of  armed  struggle. 33 

In  Maksimov’s  view  defense  cannot  be  looked  upon  only  as  a  means  for 
subsequent  transition  to  countei — offensive.  The  goals  of  defense  must  be 
considered  in  the  context  of  the  existing  strategic,  operational  and 
tactical  situation.  Transition  to  counter-of fensive  should  be  seen  as 
the  goal  of  defense  only  on  the  strategic  level,  whereas  at  the  level  of 
a  Front  or  an  Army  defense  may  serve  the  purpose  of  proper  reallocation 
of  resources  and  transition  to  offensive  in  other  sectors  of  the 
strategic  front. 34 

Maksimov’s  article  was  unusual  not  only  for  the  views  on  the  defense- 
offense  relationship  it  contained  but  also  for  the  type  of  defense  that 
was  discussed  in  it.  Despite  the  changes  that  hac  taken  place  m  Soviet 
military  doctrine  by  1979,  the  author's  view  of  contemporary  defensive 
operations  was  tailored  to  the  environment  dominated  by  armaments 
possessing  great  range,  speed  and  destructive  powc-  such  as  nuclear 
weapons.  The  concept  of  "concentration  of  forces"  was  interpreted  by 
Maksimov  as  "concentrat ion  of  efforts*"  in  defense  which  can  be  achieved 
by  using  nuclear  weapons,  greater  density  of  fire,  barriers  anc 
maneuvering  reserves  and  second  echelon  forces  to  the  threatened  sectors 
of  the  front;  the  ability  to  maneuver  was  considered  evens  more  important 
than  in  the  past. 35  However,  physical  concentration  of  forces  was  nc 
longer  deemed  desirable  as  it  had  been  in  the  past  because  of  the 
enormous  destructive  power  of  nuclear  and  new  convent ional  weapons. 

• 

•This  interpretat ion  of  the  principle  of  concent rat i on  of 
forces  was  developed  during  the  "revolution  in  military  affairs." 
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Defense  in  the  future  Mould  have  to  be  based  around  battalion-,  company-, 
and  platoon-level  fortifications  spread  out  in  order  to  minimize  losses. 
The  availability  of  nuclear  Meapons  and  greater  share  of  tanks  in  defense 
Mould  make  it  possible  Cfor  the  defender!  to  keep  a  significant  part  of 
his  forces  in  the  second  echelon  and  use  them  for  counter-strikes. 
Nuclear  strikes  and  countei — strikes,  count et — attacks  supported  by 
conventional  firepower  Mere  portrayed  as  the  principal  means  for 

achieving  success  in  defense. 36 

Maksimov  also  noted  that  imDroved  mobility  of  the  enemy’s  troops  would 
enable  him  to  launch  an  attack  very  quickly.  Therefore  the  defencer  would 
have  little  warning  time  to  prepare.  The  factor  of  time  in  these 
circumstances  is  even  more  important  and  the  task  of  prepa^at icr. 

planning  and  timely  transition  to  defense  —  comp : : catec. 37 

Tms  discussion  of  the  changes  in  defensive  anc  offensive  operation* 
and  initiation  of  hostilities  was,  apparently,  intended  by  Maksim--v  to 
back  up  the  following  conclusion:  he  noted  that  during  the  great 

Patriotic  War  Soviet  staffs  had  developed  three  types  of  preparation  for 
operations.  In  two  out  of  these  three  types  of  preparation  lowev'-leve! 
commanders  and  their  staffs  commenced  planning  o*  operations  following 
the  completion  of  uoper-level  staff  planning.  In  the  third  case  the  work 

was  conducted  by  lower-level  commanders  and  staffs  simultaneously  with 

that  of  their  superiors. 38  In  Maksimov’s  view,  this  last  —  parallel — 
method  would  be  the  most  suited  to  in  rapidly  changing  offense /defense 
environment  or  under  the  threat  of  a  sudden  strike  by  the  enemy  and  would 
be  most  widely  used  in  the  future. 39 

General  Maksimov’s  article  has  far-reaching  implications.  The  meaning 
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of  his  statement  concerning  legitimacy  of  defense  coula  be  viewed  as  an 
attempt  to  refute  the  view  that  the  offensive  constitutes  the  only 
desirable  form  of  military  operations  at  all  levels  —  strategic, 
operational  and  tactical.  While  he  did  not  deny  that  only  offensive 
operations  could  bring  victory  in  war  (strategic  victory),  on  the 
operational  and  tactical  levels  the  choice  of  the  mode  of  operations 
should  be  determined  by  the  concrete  situation.  The  reference  to  the 
necessity  of  defense  as  an  "objective  phenomenon  of  the  armed  struggle" 
is  quite  explicit.  If  defense  is  an  "objective  phenomenon, "  the  Soviet 
military  establishment  and  the  entire  Soviet  Army  must  be  prepared  to 
conduct  operations  in  both  offensive  and  offensive  mode. 

Maksimov’s  description  of  the  conditions  in  which  defensive  operations 
would  take  place  is  reminiscent  of  Sokolovskiy’s  Vovennaya  Strateciv?.  and 
open  to  two  interpretations.  According  to  one  interpretat ion,  the  Soviet 
Army  may  find  under  NATO’s  nuclear  attack,  possibly  ever  a  sudden*  attar'- 
and  may  or  may  not  resort  to  nuclea"  weapons,  but  not  preemptively. 
Alternatively,  it  may  have  to  defend  against  NATO’s  attacr  by  "reu. 
conventional  weapons"  which  again  may  constitute  a  sudden  strike.  As  in 
the  first  case  defense  may  be  conducted  with  or  without  nuclear  weapons, 
but  in  any  event  pre-emption  is  not  imolied  in  Maksimov’s  descri pt i or. 
In  both  instances,  however,  the  new  conventional  armaments  a^e  virtually 
equated  with  nuclear  weapons  in  terms  of  their  military  utility, 
destructive  capacity  and  impact  on  the  course  of  operations. 

*The  term  "sudden  strike"  is  a  translation  of  the  Russian 
term  "vnezapnyy  udar"  which  in  this  writer’s  view  does  not  imply 
strategic  surprise  but  rather  an  operational  surprise  and  is 
therefore  different  from  such  concepts  of  a  surprise  attack  as 
"bolt  out  of  the  blue." 
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Within  the  context  of  Soviet  military-historical  literature  the 
publication  of  Maksimov’s  article  was  highly  unusual.  The  very  fact  that 
questions  concerning  such  delicate  matters  as  the  relationship  between 
offense  and  defense  and  the  legitimacy  of  defense  were  raised  in  the 
principal  mi  1 itary-historical  publication  of  the  Ministry  of  Defense 
(which  Vovenno-istor icheski y  zhurnai  is)  by  a  senior  military  officer  of 
General  Maksimov’s  standing  indicates  that  these  issues  were  of  practir?' 
importance  and  that  an  authoritative  opinion  was  needed  eithe**  to  refute 
or  backup  certain  arguments  that  had  arisen  before  the  Soviet  military 
leadersniD. 

There  is  little  doubt  that  the  publication  of  Genera’  Maksimov's 
article  marked  the  beginning  of  a  discussion  of  the  role  and  place  of 
defense  in  Soviet  military  theory  and  art.  The  ^irst  response  came 
the  chief  of  the  Voroshilov  General  Staff  Academy  Army  General  Kozlov. 

General  Kozlov  agreed  with  the  views  expressed  in  Maksimov’s  article. 

'The  introduction  of  principally  new  means  of  armec  struggle,  he  wrote, 
resulted  in  an  increase  in  the  scale  and  decisiveness  of  military 
operations  and  made  it  mandatory  (emphasis  mine  -  E.B.R. )  to  use 
different  forms  of  armed  struggle  including  strategic  defense. The 
indisputability  of  this  point  of  view  was  backed  uo  by  a  quote  from  Lenin 
who  had  written  that  wars  could  not  begin  and  end  with  offensive 
operations  only;  troops  must  be  able  to  conduct  both  offensive  and 
defensive  operat ions. 

Kozlov’s  assessment  of  the  impact  of  new  conventional  weapons  or 
military  doctrine  and  art  was  essentially  the  same  as  Maksimov’s  but  it 
was  expressed  in  much  stronger  terms.  General  Maksimov  had  referred  to 
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defense  as  an  "objective  phenomenon  of  armed  struggle"  i.e.  a* 
unavoidable  burden  at  the  tactical  and  operational  level.  By  contrast, 
General  Kozlov  referred  specifically  to  strategic  defense,  unambiguously 
declared  it  mandatory  without  any  imolicit  apologies  and  backed  up  his 
statement  with  a  quote  from  Lenin.  There  is  little  doubt  that  such 
statements  coming  from  the  chief  of  the  General  Staff  Academy  with  the 
rank  of  an  Army  General  in  the  wake  of  a  presumably  controversial  article 
containing  previously  unpublicized  views  constituted  their  strong 
endorsement  by  at  least  some  part  of  Soviet  military  leadership. 

Acceptance  of  these  views  became  oa>'t  of  mi  1  itary-histor ical  analyses 
in  the  early  eighties.  One  of  the  major  implicit  assumptions  underlying 
the  writings  of  both  Maksimov  and  Kozlov  was  that  the  Soviet  Army  would 
find  itself  under  attack  by  the  enemy’s  conventional  and  nuclear  weapcns 
and  that  pre-emption  of  this  attack  would  not  take  place  eithe"  due  to 
failure  or  by  intent.  Similarly,  the  probability  of  extended  cefensive 
operations  was  implied  in  other  writers’  analyses.  One  article  published 
in  Vovenno-istoncheskiv  zhurnal  in  1961  dealt  witn  the  issue 
strategic  operations.  The  Kursk.  Battle  was  used  as  an  example  of  well- 
oroar’^ed  strategic  defensive  operation.  Its  experience  was  considered 
to  be  very  valuable  since  in  the  future  the  Soviet  Army  would  be  likely 
to  encounter  adversaries  with  large  combat-ready  armies  and  it  would  be 
faced  with  the  task  of  defeating  their  invasion  and  preparing  and 
launching  a  counter-offensive. Thus,  here  the  author  assumed  that  at 
th*  outset  of  hostilities  in  the  future  the  Soviet  Union  would  find 
itself  on  the  defensive. 

Some  writings  could  be  interpreted  as  expression  of  doubts  concerning 
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the  ability  of  the  Soviet  Army  to  launch  and  conduct  a  successful 
offensive.  For  example,  in  an  article  on  the  development  of  Soviet 
military  art  published  in  1983  Colonel  General  Gayvoronskiy  observed  a 
trend  toward  greater  imoortance  of  gaining  and  controlling  the  strategic 
initiative  as  a  function  of  improving  combat  capabilities  of  troops.  He 
noted  that  in  the  conditions  of  parity  this  task  is  even  more 
important.  43 

Empnasis  on  the  problem  of  gaining  and  controlling  the  strategic 
initiative  can  be  explained  as  a  sign  of  Soviet  worries  concerning  their 
ability  to  do  so  which  is  fully  consistent  with  other  writings  on 
strategic  defense,  transition  to  counter-offensive  and  implicit  concerns 
about  NATO  capability  to  thwart  Soviet  offensive.  Ir.  his  discussion  of 
tne  trend  toward  greater  spatial  scale  of  military  operations 
Gayvoronskiy  specifically  referred  to  the  improved,  more  precise 
conventional  (and  nuclear)  weapons  as  the  cause  of  greater  intensity  of 
military  operations  in  the  future. 44 

Other  authors  have  devoted  their  attention  to  the  problem  of 
transition  to  counter-of fensi ve  and  preparations  for  offensive  operations 
while  in  the  I.. 'enswe  mode.  On  article  by  k’ajor  Genera)  I.  Krupchenko 
published  on  the  occasion  of  the  48th  anniversary  of  the  Kursk  battle  i1' 
July  1983  was  devoted  to  the  use  of  tank  and  mechanized  troops  in  that 
operation.  Krupchenko  concluded  that  in  the  contemporary  pe-iod  the 
issue  of  organization  and  creation  of  tank  formations  for  the  offensive 
in  the  course  of  defense  was  of  greatest  interest. 45 

Other  issues  related  to  strategic  defensive  operations  discussed  in 
Vovenno-istoricheskiv  zhurnal  in  recent  years  included:  the  use  of 
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artillery  in  defense;^  transition  from  the  period  of  strategic  defense 
to  the  strategic  offensive; 47  the  state  of  the  Soviet  economy  and  the 
rear  at  the  time  of  transition  from  strategic  defense  to  strategic 
offensive;48  maneuver  in  a  front-level  defensive  operation. 49 

Such  unprecedented  interest  in  defensive  operations  reflected  ir 
mi  1 itary-historical  publications  of  the  last  6-7  years  indicates  that  the 
new  attitude  toward  defense  as  a  form  of  military  operations  (with  far- 
reaching  doctrinal  and  strategic  implications)  has  gained  considerable 
credibility  among  these  Soviet  military  establ ishment  and  that  questions 
emanating  from  it  occupy  an  important  place  on  their  research  agenda. 
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3.0  Conclusion 

Having  traced  the  evolution  of  Soviet  analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation 
through  three  stages  in  the  development  of  Soviet  military  doctrine,  what 
conclusions  can  we  make  from  it*5  Perhaps,  the  most  important  overall 
conclusion  is  that  analyses  of  the  Kursk  operation  have  been  consistent 
with  analyses  of  the  Belorussian  operation  and  the  Summe**  1944  campaign 
examined  in  the  first  part  of  this  study. 

Similarly  to  discussions  of  factors  that  determined  the  outcome  cf  the 
Belorussian  operation,  successful  defense  at  the  Kursk  salient  was 
attributed  to  the  ability  of  Soviet  High  Command  to  understand  the 
enemy’s  plan  and  deny  him  the  element  of  surprise  which  was  deemec  so 
important;  to  overall  superiority  over  the  Germans  as  well  as  to  skillful 
deployment  of  troops  which  result’d  in  high  concentrat ion  of  *orces  m 
key  sectors;  and  to  construct  ion  of  wel 1-preoared  multi-layered  defenses. 
The  depth  of  defense  was,  apparently,  another  factor  of  decisive 
importance;  deployment  of  troops  in  two  strategic  echelons  increased  the 
depth  of  the  Soviet  defense  but  also  made  it  possible  tc  allocate 
resources  to  those  sectors  where  they  were  most  needed.  Thus,  high  two- 
dimensional  concentrat ion  of  forces  —  along  the  front  and  in-deoth — 
was  another  major  factor  that  determined  the  outcome  of  the  Kursk  battle. 

The  evolution  of  Soviet  analyses  f  the  Kursk  operation  has  also 
proven  consistent  with  changes  observed  in  the  discussions  of  the 
Belorussian  operation.  fis  m  the  latter  case,  the  "revolution  in 
military  affairs"  did  not  find  a  very  responsive  audience  among  Soviet 
military  analysts.  Major  strategic  and  operational  changes  resulting 
from  the  doctrinal  shift  brought  about  by  nuclear  weapons  were  largely 
ignored  by  them;  implications  and  lessons  drawn  from  war-time  experience 
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reflected  little  or  no  impact  left  by  the  new  doctrine. 

Again,  as  in  the  first  case-study  which  dealt  with  the  Belorussian 
operation,  analyses  of  the  "transition"  phase  were  more  consistent  with 
what  we  expected  to  observe:  a  growing  interest  ir,  the  conduct  of 
conventional  operations. 

The  most  interesting  development  occurred  in  the  most  recent  — 
"conventional"  —  phase  of  development  of  the  doctrine.  Articles  written 
by  several  highly  authoritat i ve  military  analysts  in  the  last  seven  years 
have  reflected  some  truly  revolutionary  developments  in  Soviet  military 
t ’’linking. 

Having  followed  Soviet  analyses  of  both  Belorussian  and  Kurs^ 
operation  we  can  now  say  with  assurance  that  Voyenno- i st or i ches k 1 y 
zhurnai  has  displayed  a  much  greater  interest  in  the  forme-  as  an 
offensive  operation  and  the  latter’s  offensive  aspects  than  in  its 
defensive  aspects  and  issues  related  to  the  conduct  of  defensive 
operations  in  general.  Until  recently,  many  articles  dealing  wit*1  the 
Kursk  operation  focused  heavily  on  such  issues  as  transition  to  counter¬ 
offensive  and  saw  the  justification  of  transition  to  defense  ir.  the 
Spring  of  1943  only  in  its  contribution  to  the  nlanned  off ens-ve.  This, 
perhaps,  can  be  best  explained  as  a  result  of  the  practical  tendency  in 
Soviet  military  history  as  a  discipline  which  is  intended  to  be  the 
source  of  practical  advice  to  the  Armed  Forces  in  thei>-  search  fov- 
answers  to  current  problems. 

However,  important  changes  observed  in  the  analyses  of  the  Kursk 
operation  in  the  last  6-7  years  indicate  that  defensive  operations  ano 
related  issues  have  now  occupied  a  prominent  place  among  the  problems 
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facing  Soviet  military  community.  In  fact,  articles  written  by  suc1- 
authors  as  Generals  Maksimov,  Kozlov,  KruDChenko,  Gayvoronskiy  reflect 
the  ongoing  re-assessment  of  the  entire  relationship  between  offense  and 
defense.  Without  challenging  the  importance  of  the  offensive,  these 
authors,  apparently,  argue  that  as  a  result  of  improvements  in 
conventional  capabilities  of  the  future  enemy  the  Soviet  Army  may  fine 
itself  on  the  defensive  from  the  very  first  moment  of  the  war.  Since  the 
enemy’s  conventional  capabilities  can  disrupt  the  Soviet  attach  and 
celive-  striK.es  aeeo  into  the  Soviet  rear  they  car:  be  considered 
offensive  and  as  a  result  the  attacks'-'  will  have  to  carry  out  both  roles 
—  of  the  defender  anc  the  attacker.  Thus,  the  eieav-  distinction  betwee- 
of fense  and  defense  is  lost  and  the  Soviet  Army  will  “'ave  tc  colder t  botK 
types  oe  operations  simultaneously. 

These  chances  in  Soviet  thinking  provide  suooo-'f  to  tr  s  co>--c ’  usi  pr¬ 
at;  out  the  importance  of  troop  concent  rat : on  and  surprise  as  factors 
Soviet  analyses  of  tne  Belorussian  operation  and  as  component s  c*  tre 
theatre  ca'-ance.  Discussions  of  the  impact  cf  the  new  weapons  or 
preparations  for  anc  conduct  of  operations  have  stressed  c---e  neer  to 
disperse  forces  and  the  ability  of  these  weapons  tc  in  f  1  •  “•*  ue  - .  .  losses 
C:n  ia"ge  troco  concent  rat  i  ons. 

Besides  giving  us  support  for  tne  conclusion?  macs  earlier,  t*s 
intensity  anc  openness  of  ciscussion  concern: re  the  impact  of  ne.- 
conventional  weapons  on  the  preparation  and  conduct  cr  ope  --at  1 :  - 
indicate  that  these  weapons  or  their  perceived  capasilities  constitute  a- 
important  element  of  the  balance  of  forces  m  the  theatre.  The  aoparer- 
concern  express ec  by  Soviet  military  analysts  over  these  weapons  can 


serve  as  an  indicator  of  Soviet 
suggest  avenues  for  improvements  in 


approac1-  to  balance  assessmer\ 
NATO’s  deterrent  caDab- it les. 
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